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crucial given the nature of home ownership and the substantial differential 
benefit falling to children from different economic and social backgrounds – 
including geographic disparity arising from house prices.

In parallel to such changes in the Child Trust Fund, a new contract could 
be developed between the individual and the state. Those receiving housing 
benefit would, if they were prepared to adhere to a contract as an excellent 
tenant and contributor to the development of their child’s education 
(such as attendance at school), be entitled to a part of the housing benefit 
translated into capital ownership. Gradually, over a number of years, this 
would build up an asset in terms of the home they occupy. This scheme 
would have to be worked out carefully, including the entitlement coming 
into force after a number of years in which the ‘something for something’ 
contract had been adhered to. But it would give both an incentive to change 
lifestyles and a wider benefit to the community. The asset available at the 
end would give a foothold into both the housing market and to social 
capital, both for the individual and the wider community.

Significant progress on school exam achievement across the board has 
been made in the past 10 years. However, research from Bristol University 
in 2006 shows that children from poor backgrounds are half as likely to go 
to good schools as other children. Based on this it is important to improve 
the quality of those schools in the most deprived communities – helping to 
prevent those with aspiration from opting out not just of the schools but 
also of the community itself.

When I was growing up, just eight per cent of the population went to 
university, and no one within a square mile of my home had ever been 
within a square mile of a university. Today, around 44 per cent benefit from 
higher education yet the expansion has disproportionately benefited the 
middle class. The ‘escape route’ that the grammar schools offered in the 
past was insufficient to feed the new economy and to stem the demand for 
greater equality and inclusion. Hence, social mobility is hindered rather 
than helped by policies that focus on offering an escape route away from 
underperforming schools. Those with more affluent parents are far more 
likely to get these, regardless of ability. Wealth and the ability to buy private 
education have always made a difference to success. This needs to change if 
we are to have both a more equal and successful society.

Although he got into huge internal strife for saying so, Conservative MP 
David Willetts was absolutely right when he said that grammar schools are 
not effective vehicles for progress. The Sutton Trust does excellent work 
in promoting educational opportunities for young people from poorer 
backgrounds. Yet, in my view it is too focused on providing an escape route 
for some, for example into private schools.  

In some of the conversations that I’ve had with young people on this 
topic, one of the issues that came across most starkly was the issue of support. 
Many children have one or both parents who will support and guide them 
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throughout school – who will explain why it is important to get good grades 
and ensure that the hours of study needed to achieve are applied. These 
children are encouraged to dream and to aspire to be the best they can be, 
thus their horizons are wide and the future is inviting and exciting. 

Ipsos MORI research has shown that across parents’ socio-economic 
groups, expectations for their children increase alongside the parents’ place 
on the scale.12 Children whose parents do not fulfil this encouraging role 
may possibly have a teacher or learning mentor who steps in. Yet, so many 
young people told me that they have no one who supports and encourages 
them. The same research emphasised the need to help young people 
visualise and understand their future options in clear terms – sometimes as 
blatantly as making clear the differences in standards of living that they may 
experience in the future. The attitude of the family was highlighted again 
and again as crucial here.

It is simply not good enough to leave this issue to chance. One 
solution would be to introduce a Personalised Supplementary Educational 
Allowance that would invest extra money in staff to provide general 
mentoring and support for the poorest school children. This would be 
available to the school, not the individual, but would be carried with the 
pupil when moving from one educational establishment to the other. It 
could be graded according to age but kept as simple as possible in terms of 
criteria for entitlement, and would fit the move towards more personalised 
learning. One way to fund this could be to tax the child benefit received 
by higher rate tax payers for children over 16 who would in any case 
be assisted where appropriate by the updated Education Maintenance 
Allowance (originally pioneered in south Yorkshire with funding provided 
by Sir Robert Ogden, offering bursaries to youngsters in schools in the south 
Yorkshire coalfield).  
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Encouraging aspiration
Shining through the evidence received was the issue of early guidance.
Suada, at the YWCA, put it like this to me: ‘I didn’t get any advice at school. 
When I started college they found I had dyslexia. They did not find that 
at school. So no, I didn’t get any advice at school. I would have liked it 
because I think at a young age you should really get more help and more 
advice than you get, to know what you want to do and who are you and 
what your life will be.’

General mentoring and support have a huge bearing on young 
people making choices that will impact on their chance of social mobility. 
Unsurprisingly, the lack of general support identified in my conversations 
with young people also carried across to the arena of advice and guidance 
related to careers and progression to further or higher education. Time and 
time again, evidence shows that careers information, advice and guidance 
(IAG) is simply not up to scratch. A survey of undergraduate students for 
the Association of Colleges in October 2006 found that 66 per cent wished 
they had received better advice on choosing careers and courses for further 
study.13 More drastically, a YouGov survey in September 2007 found that 
one in 10 people had had no careers advice during their education, that 
only 35 per cent felt that formal careers advice had helped them to make 
decisions about their careers, and that 62 per cent had not decided on a 
career before they left school. Seventy-two per cent of people looked to 
friends and colleagues for advice first.14 

With the full introduction of 14-19 diplomas across 14 subject areas 
due by 2013, an urgent overhaul of careers advice and guidance in schools 
is needed to help young people make the right choices. In terms of social 
mobility, fairness and equality, we cannot afford for this to be viewed as an 
add-on by schools. Instead, it should be infused into the broader curriculum 
so that teaching science or technology, for example, develops career paths 
and gives an understanding of real-life application of classroom learning. 
The YWCA’s ‘More Than One Rung’ campaign has also highlighted the 
gender issues that need to be addressed as part of careers advice in order to 
stop young women being stereotyped into courses and apprenticeships that 
lead to poorly paid jobs.

Aspiration, and the desire to be upwardly mobile, is naturally affected 
by your experiences in life. Some of the conversations I’ve had related 
to jobs and employment have highlighted that those who have not had 
any guidance tend to identify with whatever remote understandings or 
knowledge they have, for example through their parents’ jobs. I spoke to 
one young person whose mother had worked in catering – so naturally she 
did work experience and worked briefly in catering. This did not work out 
and she eventually ended up training to be a midwife through accessing 
lifelong learning. If she had had some decent early IAG, things might 



have been different. If you only know people employed in insecure and 
low-paid jobs, for example some parts of the service industry, then your 
understanding of what, say, a solicitor or doctor actually does and how to 
become one, is naturally limited.  

One current Robert Ogden scholar, Ivan Mathers, a final year economics 
student from Doncaster, suggested to me: ‘I think I was lucky with the 
scholarship, I was the first person from my family to go to university, and 
the scholarship helped me to understand what university was all about. For 
some people if nobody in their family had been, that might act as a barrier 
to going to university.’

This demonstrates the need to change the experiences that young 
people have. For example, summer schools for 11-year-olds have proven 
not only to help children catch up on English, Maths and Creative Skills 
but also to help with educational transitions. This, in turn, transforms the 
confidence and self-belief of those who would otherwise fear the next step 
in education. 

The importance of work experience is so often overlooked yet, done 
properly, can provide well thought through and planned placements in 
work settings outside the normal range of experiences of the young people 
concerned. There needs to be the opportunity to try particular career and 
job options, not just with the two weeks work experience at the age of 14, 
but proper sampling of what a job is actually like, at a later stage, could be 
beneficial. Having a clear understanding of the options that you have for 
a future career, the barriers that stand in your way and how to overcome 
them, can provide a real morale boost in lifting horizons and having the 
confidence and self-esteem to do.

Interview with Carly from the YWCA

Carly: I think that getting people in careers to volunteer and come  
into the school could really help. Perhaps have an assembly with  
people who might be interested in hairdressing, farming or parliament  
to say this is what I do, these are the steps. 

DB: Someone to be an inspirational mentor?

Carly: Yes someone from the outside world could enlighten the  
children as to what they want to do at a young age. 

DB: Would it help if they came from the same background or school  
and were now a success in their career?

21
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Carly: Yes that could work. I was a rebel – I was sure everyone was out 
to get me, I couldn’t do my work so I fought back. I was awful. If I was 
to go back now, I’d say I’ve had support from the YWCA, yes I have 
had a child at 16 but I’ve done a year of mechanics, I’m on the way to 
engineering, I might do a psychology course next year. I think  
the majority of them would be shocked and it would help quite a 
percentage there. 
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Involving families
HEFCE has found that parents can have both positive and negative 
influences on the choices made by their children. Research for the YWCA 
by Derby University also points to the crucial nature of family, as well as 
the importance of self-esteem and confidence.15 For such children and 
their parents, the local community is often the only world they know, and 
options such as higher education are viewed as threatening. Families need 
to be more involved in learning and the young person’s development. Part 
of the problem with the escape route model of promoting social mobility 
is that those who do succeed tend to physically ‘escape’ and move away 
from the area. This leaves it deprived of some of the potential role models 
and mentors who could make a difference to the horizons of the whole 
community. More use should be made of these people by schools and other 
bodies, alongside recognition that families can often be worried about 
‘losing’ their children in this way, which can lead to them discouraging 
options such as higher education.

Interview with Robel

DB: When did you decide you would like to get into this sort of area?

Robel:Well at first I was really into drama, but then my mum didn’t  
quite support me in that so she said I need to go to university and 
everything.

DB: She said she didn’t want you to be an actor? What made her say 
that?

Robel: Because there is nobody in the family that went to university  
and it would be quite a good achievement for me and my family.

DB: And your friends, and people living around you, have they gone  
to university? 

Robel: No, not that I know of.

DB: So it is quite a thing for your mum to have said that really isn’t it, 
what did you say?
 
Robel: I said alright then. Because I also like IT, and IT is a growing 
market out there.
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Sally Copley, from the YWCA, told me: ‘Family and friends were the 
most important influence and that led us to believe that that inspirational 
model is really important. We also found that young people told us they 
were not been given enough time in schools to work it out – as little as 
five minutes of careers advice. Young people were saying “give us a chance 
to try something different”. There was a real frustration that they could 
not get work experience in certain areas because they did not have work 
experience. They were caught so they could not try something different.’

Interview with Hayley, aged 17

Hayley: In my group of friends I am the only one who has stayed on. 
A lot of them left school to go on to college, but a lot of them have 
dropped out already.

DB: So you are sticking with it. What do you think it was that made 
them drop out? What do you think was the difference between you 
sticking with it and them dropping out?

Hayley: I don’t know, they are probably just not motivated enough.

DB: Do you think that there is something inside you that has 
motivated you?

Hayley: Just that I want to do it and get to university and do what I 
want to do.

DB: Has that been driven by you seeing people not fulfil themselves, 
not have a decent life, not have good earnings, and not have a good 
quality of life?

Hayley: Yes. My mum, she has not got any qualifications at all and 
she has not had very good jobs through her life. She has worked 
nearly all of her life, and she is just on maternity at the minute, but 
as soon as my little sister is ready to go to nursery then she will be 
going straight back to work because she needs to. But I would like 
to be able to get a good job and then if I do decide to have children, 
I would be able to have time off to look after them because I have 
worked enough to be able to.

Despite some impressive progress there remains a question mark as to 
whether, when children’s trusts come into operation from 1 April 2008, 
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they will be able to meet this challenge given the separation of children’s 
services from adult provision and therefore from addressing the holistic 
needs of the family. The children’s plan acknowledges this challenge but 
it is at the local level that the real difference must be achieved. Local 
Strategic Partnerships give the impression of coordinated, joined-up policy 
approaches, but in practice this is rarely reflected in delivery on the ground. 

It appears to be universally correct that access to comprehensive adult 
guidance does not exist and where it does there is too much presumption 
that people can use (or have access to) the technology they need. In Wales, 
the experience of an end-to-end careers IAG service helps to break down 
the barriers sometimes put up by other structures – namely the structure 
of the English guidance service which assumes that when children finish 
current statutory schooling at 16 they will continue in education through 
to 19. Where counselling and personal adult mentoring does take place 
– or, for instance, with the New Deal for Young People where there is an 
individual counsellor – there is still a lot more that could be provided in 
terms of IAG, as the YWCA have demonstrated. 

The Connexions service has done a good job in trying to reach those 
who are not in employment, education or training (NEETS), but there is 
scope to take the New Deal to the next level – the changing roles of advisers 
into mentors who could involve families in helping children to visualise the 
rewards that learning could bring. Children could look to a better future, 
and be shown that this is well within their reach. One way of achieving the 
government’s objectives for 16 and 17-year-olds might be to allow entry to 
the New Deal at 16. Recent changes to welfare-to-work policy will also help 
to motivate family commitment to the world of work and therefore provide 
crucial changes in the culture within which young people are brought up.

To achieve this, and to help restore social mobility for all young 
people, the introduction of a celebration event to mark the transition into 
adulthood could be introduced at age 16 or 18. Recognition of achievement 
at this age would enable young people to be proud of their work so far, 
and think about what they could do with their skills and potential in the 
future. The ceremony would not be dependent on qualifications gained, but 
on the age they have reached, and would look to their future and not just 
their present success. This could be along the lines of a British high school 
graduation ceremony. 

At this juncture in the young person’s education, support could be 
provided to help to prepare a plan of action. This plan would be about more 
than the next stage of development – which courses to take or which job 
to go for – but about what might happen afterwards. It could also highlight 
what second and third opportunities there would be further down the line, 
such as the ability to progress in what might appear to be a dead-end job to 
something more rewarding. At the same time, you would receive access to 
your asset from the Child Trust Fund as something to invest in your future 
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plans. Such a programme could be universally available, and to ensure that 
everyone took part there may need to be consequences for not doing so, 
such as being unable to get a driving licence until you have demonstrated 
your responsibility as an adult in this way.
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Widening access to higher  
education

There was well-documented under-investment in public services in 
the 1980s, which has been substantially reversed since 1998. Today, huge 
amounts of work and money have been invested in programmes such 
as Aim Higher, which focus on widening access into higher education to 
those from poorer communities. Those who have experienced significant 
social mobility themselves can, and do, have an important part to play in 
this. Putting something back into the communities from which they came, 
through investing their own time and money in supporting children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, would be very beneficial. Seeing success often 
leads to aspiring to success.

Yet the ‘old school tie’ network is still going strong in some areas. This 
refers to the role of teachers, parental connections and social capital in 
influencing whether and where you go to university. Sutton Trust research 
looking at access to Oxford and Cambridge highlights the significance 
of the ‘old school tie’ network. It showed that often teachers who had 
been to Oxford and Cambridge expected their pupils to go there too, and 
coached them to do so. The Sutton Trust has also shown that attendance at 
private schools and then Oxbridge influences the likelihood of your career 
following particular paths. For example, the senior judiciary have a 70 per 
cent chance of having been educated at a private school and a 78 per cent 
chance of having been to Oxbridge; a pattern that has barely shifted since the 
1980s. This contrasts sharply with doctors, who have different backgrounds 
and education demonstrating better access and improvement in recent 
years. However, even here the sons and daughters of those in the medical 
profession are more likely to gain access to medical school, albeit at high-
quality universities across the country rather than Oxbridge. In other words, 
some shift in terms of class advantage and social mobility – but there is a very 
long way still to go.



Encouraging workplace learning

T
he economic, social and political changes that took place in the 
1980s and 1990s brought about a decline in social mobility and 
had a significant impact on the nature of the labour market. 
The increasing pace of globalisation has added to these changes, 
principal among them being the widening of wage inequality and 

income distribution since the 1970s. Between 1979 and 2001, salaries for 
the top 10 per cent of earners increased significantly more than those on 
lower wages. As the economy became more dynamic and competitive, 
companies restructured and demanded higher skills from those they 
employed. As a result, the job market became polarised and employees 
found it harder to move from low wages to high. The coal and steel industry 
across the country has been one obvious victim of these changes, as well as 
the general decline of manufacturing industry. 

The reduction in apprenticeships that accompanied these changes had 
huge affects on young people from working class communities - particularly 
men – who would previously have relied on them as a route into a skilled 
trade-for-life, as noted earlier. While this type of employment would not 
have provided a high financial reward, it did offer security, respect and clear 
progression routes. The large concentration of people from poorer areas 
employed in such jobs also contributed to the sense of community and 
social capital, both in the workplace and in residential areas.

As Allan Sharp from Communitas, a training arm of the union 
Community, told me: ‘In 1998 Delta Cables, the firm that I was employed 
by, announced that they were going to close with 660 redundancies. I 
had been there for 23 years and had, unfortunately, left school with no 
qualifications or education. The company paid an enormous amount 
of money to an out placement service which really didn’t deliver help 
with CV and interview skills. We felt that they were people that came in 
wearing suits, talking a posh language that we didn’t really understand. But 
Communitas has now developed these programs that we run ourselves and 
we are not seen as the suits if you understand what I mean by that.’

Another of my interviewees, Dr Emma Wallis, said: ‘I was working in a 
wire factory in south Yorkshire but I was also involved with my trade union 
and they encouraged me to get involved in life-long learning. As a result I 
ended up going to Northern College and doing a two-year course and from 
that I went on to university, I did a degree in politics and a PhD. None of 
that would have been possible without the support and help I received from 
my trade union because they gave me the confidence to believe I could do 
more than just weld bits of metal together.’

Professor Danny Dorling summed this up: ‘The big change for men is this 
loss of jobs in the middle, and this … hit in particular years. It hit way up in 
Scotland in Glasgow in 1977, and then it took about until 1986 to hit down 
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south in Oxford, and hit Sheffield about half way in between. If you were 
born in the wrong year, that was it; the apprenticeship wasn’t there, and the 
job wasn’t there … There were particular years when suddenly you could go 
and get a job, and get the same job as the lad before you and so on and so 
on, but if you had the wrong year, suddenly there weren’t jobs there.’

We have seen an increase in two-earner households as more women 
have entered the workplace. Partners tend to come from the same social 
class and income bracket. So when, for example, a barrister marries a 
colleague their combined income significantly exceeds that of the couple 
who are shift workers or the unemployed lone parent. The polarisation of 
the labour market has also witnessed a developing problem whereby there 
are households without any adults in employment – populated by the very 
people who risk falling into an underclass. Today’s growing job markets 
tend to be at the lower end of the desirability spectrum in areas such as 
the service sector that demand flexibility, yet offer insecurity and low pay. 
The end of the job for life era, and the need to move between various 
low-skilled jobs throughout your lifetime, can be a real problem for those 
without a decent education.  

Trade unions such as Community (and their adult learning wing, 
Communitas), Unison, Unite and Usdaw do a hugely important job by 
providing learning opportunities and chances to gain new skills for their 
members through supporting and retraining those who face redundancy. 
This continues to be supported through the Trade Union Learning Fund, 
which I introduced as secretary of state for education and employment. 
Yet, more room exists for lifelong learning, especially with the added-
value knowledge economy being so crucial to the survival of both workers 
and companies in today’s world. The 21st century workforce needs to be 
competent in the job they are doing but also prepared for the job they will 
have to do in 10 years’ time. It is encouraging that John Denham, who took 
up the new post of secretary of state for innovation, universities and skills 
in summer 2007, is deeply committed to investing in adult and community 
learning.

Employers need to do more to offer guidance on career paths. Some 
local authorities and parts of the NHS have done a reasonable job on this 
in terms of a return to learn strategy and working with the Trade Union 
Learning Fund. However, there is much more to do. Train to Work, the new 
government programme for updating skills, should be complemented by a 
‘skills for the future’ drive involving employers, which allows workers to 
work to train, as well as train to work – because getting a job is not the end 
of the story. Some employers are already developing opportunities in this 
area but more should be done across the board to support and encourage 
lifelong and workplace learning. 

Because of the massive significance of this issue, both economically and 
in order to get social mobility moving in the right direction, action should 
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be taken to ensure that this is not just an add-on. A five-day national 
annual entitlement for workers for education or training could be developed 
with the commitment of employers, which was so evident in the 1950s 
and 1960s, including widespread day release. Self-evidently employers 
require hands-on skills for the immediate challenge of the moment. But if 
we are to succeed in a rapidly changing global economy, we will also need 
broader skills preparing for changes at work and for changes in employment 
prospects for the individual. In other words, the prospect of progress. Such 
continuous learning and upskilling throughout life could contribute not 
only to the knowledge economy but, crucially, to upward mobility across 
the country.

But, as Lyndon Peach from Communitas argues, employers need to be 
convinced of the case: ‘I think that it is clear that what came out of the 
Leitch Review of Skills is a responsibility for employers and a corporate and 
social responsibility to help their employees to upskill and retrain, and in 
some cases we find that there is a resistance because they feel that if their 
workers do upskill and retrain that the first thing they do when they gain 
the qualification is leave the company and move on to somewhere else. But 
we are trying to encourage employers to work in partnership with us to 
help people to engage with transferable skills and basically make it so that 
those individuals who are working there are able to … The key thing is that 
if people are upskilled and better qualified to do the job it is better for the 
employee and the employer.’

Vernon Lewis from Ebbw Vale provides a powerful argument for such 
an approach: ‘I have got a gentleman with us that was a musician and had 
a love of guitars and he came to us to see if he could go on a guitar building 
course. He attended three courses that we sought and funded for him, and 
he has now got his own guitar making studio, he teaches guitar, and in fact 
from speaking to him yesterday he is now totally booked up for work until 
March next year. We have had a very successful rate of reskilling if you look 
at it, obviously roughly 6,000 steel workers were made redundant in 2002, 
and by 2005, 95 per cent of them were back in employment.’
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Conclusion: redistributing  
opportunity

I
t would be foolish to pretend that there are any certainties in how best 
to assess, never mind improve, social mobility, and find the ingredient 
that leads to aspiration in circumstances when this goes against the 
grain of the social and economic conditions of the individual concerned.
All that can be said is that at periods in our recent history we have had 

substantial and rapid change, which has led to upward mobility for many 
people, alongside a general uplift in the standard of living. While as noted, it 
would appear that social mobility has recently stalled, the doom and gloom 
merchants are clearly wrong in believing that there has been a reversal, 
certainly from the most recent assessment of what is happening now.

We won’t know of course whether the measures that have been taken 
over the last 10 years – from the development of the Sure Start programmes 
to the Child Trust Fund, improved standards and investment in education 
and a renewed commitment to lifelong learning and skills - will do the trick. 
Only time will tell and it is very important to continue to reassess what is 
happening, what pressures exist, and what measures might be forthcoming 
to provide support from government at every level to enable people to fulfil 
their potential and to use their talent to the full.

In this short publication some ideas have been floated to build on 
foundations already laid or to take ideas further in building personal assets 
and providing personalised support. This is surely the moment for radical 
thinking and a recognition that the issues addressed here are fundamental 
to our economic, social and political wellbeing. 

But this is not a job for government alone. It is about the way in which 
the family encourages and motivates young people. It is about the way 
the community builds the social capital and encourages the development 
of assets which give people a stake in society and therefore a foothold 
which not only provides the foundation on which to build, but also clearly 
something to lose – which in itself is an incentive for people to try harder, to 
do better, and to aspire to improvement.

While there are no easy answers, it is also clear that in a fast-changing 
economic and social environment, helping people through rapid change 
is a key role for government in the future. This includes the investment in 
expanding apprenticeships and the skills agenda in order to assist the nation 
in coping with the competition from the growing economies of India, China 
and beyond. But it is also about lifelong learning in its wider context. The 
ability of people to be able to move from job to job, take at the beginning 
a job with little prospects, but then be able to build through their own 
endeavours and assistance from both government and employers, to have 
a goal to reach for. The job satisfaction, the ability to know that tomorrow 
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will be better than today, that in five years the standard of life and the 
experiences of the individual and family will be transformed, is critically 
important to ensuring that people know that in the society of the 21st 
century hard work and application, together with some inherent skill or 
talent, will help them succeed.

The job of government is to provide that helping hand, to ensure that 
in a highly interdependent world, we understand that if everyone succeeds, 
everyone benefits. But if there are major losers, we all lose because we 
fail to develop people’s capability to be independent, and self-reliant and 
therefore no longer needing to turn to society to sustain them. In other 
words, alongside welfare-to-work policies, individuals are able to fend for 
themselves and thereby contribute to the wellbeing of others around them.

So the issue of raising aspiration, of stimulating social mobility, is 
something that is a crucial concern to all of us. That is why future debate 
needs to address what can be done, by whom, and for whom. Of all the 
major issues that confront the government and society it serves, this surely 
is fundamental both to our future as a trading nation and as a civilised and 
caring society.

Given that the poor increasingly do not vote, it is beholden on 
politicians who really do care, both morally and in terms of facing 
globalisation, to make the case for the redistribution of opportunity and 
not just cash transfers. The last decade has seen such changes but rarely 
has the argument been made clear in such a way that it reaches those 
beyond the ‘political bubble’ as to why it is in the interest of all of us to 
reinforce aspiration and make social mobility and the ladder out of poverty 
imperative for all of us. In other words, this is not benevolence but both 
personal and national self-interest.  
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